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INTRODUCTION
Many feminists argue that pornography should be censored because it harms women.1 While there is growing opposition to this procensorship position within feminism,2 it is liberals who resist censorship as a matter of principle. In this essay, I suggest that liberals should not adopt a stance of principled opposition to censoring pornography.
This liberal stance is made up of three main ingredients.3 First, liberals argue that the state is entitled to intervene coercively in individuals' lives on the basis of a narrow harm principle which permits governments so to act only in order to protect the physical integrity of individuals. Since the evidence that pornography causes attacks on physical integrity is nowhere near conclusive, liberals suppose that pornography generally satisfies harmless male preferences. The harm principle cannot justify coercion in this case.4
Second, liberals argue that the consumption of pornography is a matter of private, as opposed to public, morality. Liberals are committ to protecting the private because they want to respect a right of indiv autonomy. The state must allow individuals maximum space in which to live according to their own lights. For liberals, consumption of pornography is, in a famous phrase of the Wolfenden Report, "not the law's business,"5 at least when it is produced by consenting a for adult consumption in private. 6 Third, liberals are commited to a right of complete freedom of expression, which makes them hostile to any censorship whatsoever. Either they suppose that expression, as opposed to conduct, cannot harm individuals in a manner which would justify state or other coer or they suppose that attempts to regulate expression invariably result in greater harm than the harm which particular acts of expression might cause.
For procensorship feminists, the liberal refusal to censor pornography shows the poverty of liberalism. In particular, it exposes the inability of liberalism to deal with one of the chief defects of contemporary society-the subordination of women to men. This understanding of pornography holds that in our society relations between women and men are profoundly unequal because they occur in a context in which women are in a state of social, political, and personal subjection to men. If we examine pornography in this context, we will understand it as an integral and important part of a regime of subordination which is rooted ultimately in superior physical force.
It is not that procensorship feminists object to sexually explicit depictions per se. They emphasize that it is not the sexual explicitness of the depiction or description that makes an item pornographic. For them pornography is the portrayal of women as the perpetual objects of male sexual desires. Pornography is pornography not because of its sexual character but because of the context of inequality which it eroticizes. The characteristic which demarcates pornography from othe kinds of patriarchal expression is that it makes inequality seem sexy.
Much pornography is explicitly violent. It shows men forcing women into sex of a more or less brutal nature. But for procensorship feminists that kind of pornography is but one end of a continuum, the other end of which is pornography showing women consenting to and enjoying their role in satisfying male sexual desires. These feminists think that such "consensual" pornography is as much a matter for concern as violent pornography.
They point out that actual relationships of inequality between men and women exist on the same continuum as pornography, from relationships of subordination which are maintained by brute force to those which appear consensual. And it is the portrayal of consent, not of force and coercion, that legitimizes inequality and subordination. "Consensual" pornography makes the inequality that already exists between men and women appear legitimate as well as sexy. Moreover, the particular character of pornography is that its consumption generally takes place in private, in the same place as much of the relationship of subordination of women to men is acted out. The harm of pornography is then the special way in which it contributes to a regime of inequality. That regime prevents women from articulating and living out conceptions of the good life which would be theirs to explore were they in a position of substantive equali It is not that procensorship feminists think that eradicating pornograp will bring about the end of patriarchal inequality; but they seem to suppose that the eradication would affect a wider group than the consumers of pornography. If done appropriately, the eradication would be a message to women as well as to men that inequality is neither desirable nor legitimate. A pernicious prop of inequality, one which combines a complex message about inequality and desire, force and consent, would be removed.7
In this article, I will not engage directly in the contemporary debate between liberals and feminists about pornography.8 I want to ask what John Stuart Mill might have said about the topic of pornography.9 It might seem that the answer to this question is obvious. Afte all, the ingredients of the principled liberal opposition to censoring pornography appear to have their roots in On Liberty: in Mill's articulation of a narrow harm principle as the sole legitimate basis for state coercion in his zeal to protect a private sphere of "self-regarding" action for the sake of an ideal of individual autonomy or self-government; and 7. The very complexity of the pornographic message can be used as the basis for a feminist argument against censorship (see L. Williams, Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the "Frenzy of the Visible" [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989] (SW, p. 264) . Thus the more pressing need is to deal with the social relationships. In addition, while Mill sees the legal victories that would be won were women admitted to the suffrage and were the laws of marriage and divorce radically reformed as essential steps toward the goal of perfect equality, the victories are, given his understanding of the marks of women's inequality, far from sufficient.
The first mark of women's inequality is that it cuts across class boundaries. Power over women is "common to the whole male sex" and jealously guarded since, Mill claims, power over those closest to us seems particularly valuable given that it is those closest to us who are in a position to interfere most with our preferences (SW, p. 268). The second mark, which explains the persistence of this power and the certainty of its outlasting "all other forms of unjust authority" is that the power is generally exercised in the privacy and intimacy of the home. This private nature of the power prevents women from combining to articulate their common experience of their subjection. Indeed, says Mill, it is surprising that the "protests and testimony against it have been so numerous and weighty as they are" (SW, pp.
268-69).
The third mark is the apparent naturalness of the relationship of inequality. Mill notes that every relationship of domination appears natural to the dominators (SW, pp. 269-70). He also notes that subjected classes often appear to accept their subjection as the natural order of things, since even in their initial struggle against domination they complain not "of the power itself but only of its oppressive exercise." And he points out in this regard that women who do complain of the abuse by men of their power suffer uniquely (with children) in being "replaced under the physical power of the culprit" (SW, p. 27 1).12
Mill wants to draw attention to the especially insidious quality of this mark of power. That quality is one which men want and one which they succeed in exacting-having women as their "willing slaves."
It is important to spend some time on Mill's analysis of this idea. Men, he says, desire of women more than the obedience which, say, fear of coercion or religious fear might exact from a subject class. This is because the women over whom they most want to exercise power are "most nearly connected with them." What they require, and what they have contrived to acquire, is a morality combined with a sentimentality which will make it the feminine ideal to be placed in a relationship of subjection to a man. To this end, women are educated to believe that their character is the "very opposite to that of men; not self-will, and government by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others." The morality tells them that this is their duty and the sentimentality that it is their nature "to live for others; make complete abnegations of themselves, and to have not life but in their affections," that is, their affections for their husbands and children. If we take together the fact of what Mill calls the "natural attraction between opposite sexes," the "woman's entire dependence on the husband,"
and that all her social ambition has to be realized through him, "it would be a miracle if the object of being attractive to men had not become the polar star of feminine education and formation of character" (SW, pp. 271-72). 13
So for Mill the fact that women, or at least many of them, willingly accept their social condition does not detract from the coercive nature of their relationship with men. Indeed, the coercion involved is in a way worse than slavery since what is in fact a relationship of forced inequality is made to appear consensual.'4
In sum, for Mill the subjection of women comes about because of a status quo of inequality, which is made most manifest in the private realm and which is made to look natural by a false appearance of consent. And what is pernicious about this regime of inequality is that it prevents women from acting as autonomous individuals, from articulating and exploring their own conceptions of the good life. For it is the promise of autonomy that Mill takes to be distinctive of what 170). In fact, in line with Mill's argument below, we should see that the persistence of de facto social pressures in the absence of legal constraints will make things worse; for it will appear that women consent to return to the abusive situation about which they complained.
13. Compare On Liberty, pp. 229-301, where, in a passage which has caused some difficulty to commentators, he says that one cannot consent to slavery.
14. It is worth noting Mill's remark in this regard, which anticipates Virginia Woolf's plea for a "Room of One's Own." Mill says that Uncle Tom, under his first master, "had his own life in his 'cabin' ... but it cannot be so with the wife" (SW, pp.
284-85).
he calls "the peculiar character of the modern world": that "human beings are no longer born to their place in life, and chained down by an inexorable bond to the place they are born to, but are free to employ their faculties, and such favourable chances as offer, to achieve the lot which may appear to them most desirable" (SW, pp. 272-73).
If pornography does eroticize inequality, the very circumstances which Mill identifies as the subjection of women are what makes pornography a harm. Pornography is consumed in a private realm. It makes an inequality which is ultimately rooted in superior physical power and thus in physical coercion appear sexually desirable. And, at the same time, it attempts to legitimize itself by claiming the consent of women to their subordination. That is, by eroticizing inequality, pornography plays a special role in sustaining the regime of inequality-the regime which prevents women from articulating and living out conceptions of the good life which rival those that patriarchy rules appropriate.
The crucial move for Mill, the one which brings his understanding of the subjection of women into line with the procensorship feminist understanding of the harm of pornography, is his willingness to deem coercive what has the appearance of consent. In effect, he invokes an idea of false consciousness.
So it seems that if procensorship feminists are right about pornography, Mill would not be sympathetic to an appeal to the consensual nature of either the production or the consumption of pornography.
Liberals can make that appeal as part of theirjustification for opposing censorship of pornography, because the appearance of consent seems to show that pornography satisfies certain harmless male sexual preferences. That women participate in the production of pornography and in the fantasies of men who consume pornography is taken as evidence of the absence of harm. But on Mill's account of subjection, the consent of women to be featured in pornography, and the consent of women to live out the ideas about women's nature which pornography supplies for its consumers, might be entirely manufactured. If so, pornography is especially pernicious because the appearance of consent is given to a deeply coercive relationship. with what people take their interests and wants to be. For example, Steven Lukes, in his illuminating monograph on power, argues that liberals, because of their reliance on actual wants, are barred from adopting a radical conception of power which maintains that people's "wants may themselves be a product of a system which works against their interests, and, in such cases, relates the latter to what they would want and prefer, were they able to make the choice." 16 The puzzle for Mill is then to provide a reconciliation of his concern for what in fact appears to the willing slaves as most desirable-as their "polar star"-with what he thinks they would desire, had they an understanding of what is really in their interests.
NATURE AND EXPERIENCE
Mill's solution to the puzzle is found in his complex account of experience as the testing ground for valid observations about human nature. At the very outset of The Subjection of Women he says that the authority of men over women would have some claim as a justifiable regime only if it were thought to be so "on the testimony of experience." But for this to be so, women and men must have experienced social life under conditions of perfect equality. Only then could the system of subordination be said to be "conducive to the happiness and wellbeing of both [sexes]" (SW, p. 263). As he puts it, "Experience cannot possibly have decided between two courses, so long as there has only been experience of one" (SW, p. 276).
To a large extent, then, Mill's appeal to experience is not to actual but to potential experience. An appeal to actual experience is illicit in this case because actual experience is not merely incomplete, it is also contaminated. Women and men have been denied the benefit of experience which they would have had were women not the passive victims of a regime which reproduces them with a nature suited to the selfish and exploitative interests of men. Indeed, Mill denies that we can have knowledge of the nature of either sex, because of the one-sided nature of previous experience. In particular, he says of women's nature that it is "an eminently artificial thing-the result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others." Women have experienced a "hot-house and stove cultivation .. . carried on of some of the capabilities of their nature, for the benefit and pleasure of their masters" (SW, p. 276). Even men who do achieve truly affectionate relationships with their spouses cannot know them, for even the best of relationships will be contaminated by the overarching context of subjection (SW, 17. Mill's claim here is in line with some of the most radical feminist thought w says that all heterosexual relations are on a continuum, one pole of which is const by relations involving overt violence. For example, when he describes the marriage How then is knowledge of women's nature to be revealed? It can be revealed, Mill thinks, only when women are liberated from the regime of inequality which silences them. "We can safely assert that the knowledge which men can acquire of women, even as they have been and are, without reference to what they might be, is wretchedly imperfect and superficial, and always will be so, until women themselves have told all that they have to tell" (SW, pp. 278-79).18
Mill could be understood as supposing here that women need to discover their true nature under conditions of perfect equality, because such knowledge is a prerequisite for women successfully to articulate and to explore a conception of the good life. Alternatively, in line with his remarks about the self-serving aspects of claims about naturalness, Mill could be understood as saying that claims about an inherent human nature should at any time be regarded with some suspicion. However, Mill is barred by his radicalism from himself deciding between these alternatives. As he tells us, knowledge of women's nature is not "necessary for any practical purpose," since, in accordance with the principle which he claims as the guiding ideal of modern society, "that question rests with women themselves-to be decided by their own experience, and by the use of their own faculties" (SW, p. 280).
In addition, in the context of his discussion of the subjection of women Mill does not have to opt for either option. For him our present views of women's nature have no standing because what we take as natural is in fact the construct of a regime of inequality. His direct concern is not with the issue of whether women have or could be said to have a nature, but with the suspect use of a claim about their nature to legitimize a regime of inequality. Since any such claim cannot be tested except under conditions of equality, he can focus on the fact that women are prevented from articulating and exploring conceptions of the good life by a regime of inequality.
If Mill has any bias on the issue of nature, it is that men and women will discover, under the right conditions, that they share an interest in leading autonomous lives.'9 He supposes that, insofar as relationship of his day, he does not assert more than that there are extreme cases w reach what he calls the "lowest abysses." But he says that there is a "sad succession of depth after depth before reaching them" (SW, p. 288).
18. Because of Mill's emphasis on the importance of the articulation of experience he would, I think, have been more receptive than many contemporary liberals to t kind of evidence presented by feminists to show the harm of pornography. For li have tended to require unattainable hard statistical correlations between sexual assa and pornography, while feminists rely mainly on the stories women have to tell a men who see them as interchangeable with the women portrayed in pornography (see e.g., the evidence presented at the Minneapolis hearings, collected in Everywoman, Pornography In sum, Mill's solution to the puzzle about real and perceived interests and wants is the following. If one's concern is individual autonomy, and if there is reason to suppose that a group's wants were formed under a regime hostile to autonomy, one cannot appeal to those wants to justify the regime. On Mill's construal of utilitarianism there is not merely a contingent connection between individuality an welfare. His basic utilitarian message is that something cannot count as in my interest unless my assessment of it is achieved under condition of autonomy, or real control over my life choices. 2' And this conclusion supports a procensorship case, which claims that eradicating pornography is in the real interests of men as well as women.
However, while this solution to the puzzle about real interests is
Mill's, it might still be rejected as one repugnant to Millian liberals who take their cues from On Liberty. As I have pointed out, the arguments of On Liberty are taken to support a principled liberal opposition to censorship. These are the arguments for a narrow harm principle which permits governments to use coercion only to protect individuals from assaults on physical integrity, for a right of autonomy against state intrusions into the area of private morality, and for a right to 21. Mill's discussion of a distinction between "higher" and "lower" pleasures in Utilitarianism lends substantial support to my argument. He introduces this distinction in order to elaborate his claim that people will in fact discriminate appropriately between experiences that are the product of a life lived in accordance with a true conception of interests and a life that is lived in accordance with a false conception. and a position which seeks to limit state coercion alone by default existing and often pernicious power relations. But should On Liberty be read, as it often is by both liberals and their critics, as the source of the liberal focus on the evils of state coercion? Not if one takes Mill's opening statement at face value. He says that his concern in the essay is the "nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual" (OL, p. 217; my emphasis). Of course Mill sees that power is exercised by enacting and enforcing legislation. And he is concerned about the potential in an age of representative government for majorities to use legislation as a means to impose illegitimately their conceptions of right and wrong on minorities. But his main concern remains what he calls "social tyranny," which he describes as "more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself" (OL, p. 220). Mill's point here is that while the penalties attached to political oppression are extreme, the oppression itself is overt and thus transparent to the oppressed. By contrast, social oppression is disguised by our habituation to it, even by our apparent consent to oppression when our very souls become enslaved.
The question, as Mill sees it, concerns the limit to both "physical force in the form of legal penalties" and "the moral coercion of public opinion." His famous answer is what has since been dubbed the "harm principle": that "the only purpose for which power can be exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.... His own good is ... not a sufficient warrant. The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concer himself, his independence is, of right, absolute" (OL, . This claim, Mill says, is grounded in utility-the "permanent interests of man as a progressive being" (OL, p. 224).
Mill sometimes talks of the harm principle as involving self-protection,22 thus conjuring up an image of protection from physical assaults of various kinds. And such talk leads, of course, to the traditional, narrow harm principle: the state is entitled to intervene coercively in individuals' lives only to protect the physical integrity of individuals. But as the extracts quoted above tell us, he is concerned not only with physical assaults, nor only with the coercive power of the state; he is also concerned with the "moral coercion" exercised by powerful groups. And his analysis of the subjection of women seems to identify the 22. For example, in his first full statement of the harm principle (OL, Mill's concern with social coercion might seem to give rise to the following interpretation of the harm principle: powerful groups must not coerce individuals unless this is to prevent harm. It would follow that if pornography is a kind of coercive power, it would be illegitimate unless it could be shown to prevent harm. For reasons to be explored below, I think that Mill does want to reserve the monopoly of legitimate force to the state. That is, his concern with social or moral coercion is not to limit such coercion by the harm principle, but to point out the existence of such coercion. Mill wants us to be alert for the harm of coercion even, perhaps especially, when there is no assault on physical integrity and the coercion is masked by the fact that its victims appear to consent to the regime under which they live. And, as I have already argued, in The Subjection of Women Mill sees the need to rest his analysis of coercion on a conception of real interests.
In fact, he makes it clear in On Liberty that his conception of harm is interest-based. He says that apart from protection from the ha of assaults, people are entitled to protection from harm to their interests, "or rather certain interests, which, either by express legal provision or by tacit understanding ought to be considered as rights.... As soon as any part of a person's conduct affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has jurisdiction over it, and the question whether the general welfare will or will not be promoted by interfering with it, becomes open to discussion" (OL, p. 276).
In my view, Mill clearly did not intend that the interests that deserve protection should be confined to those which individuals happen to think deserve protection.23 Besides the fact that he speaks of interests which "ought" to be considered as rights, there is the consideration that in writing On Liberty he is motivated by a clearly articulated fear that what he regards as the "permanent interests of man as a progressive being" are both not generally recognized in his day and in danger of being swamped by moralistic majoritarianism.24 That is to say, On Liberty is written in order to combat a predominant, growing, and false In sum, I want to suggest that the right interpretation of Mill's harm principle is the following: governments must not coerce individuals unless their conduct is harmful in the broad sense that includes prejudice to fundamental interests. And all the arguments of On Liberty are directed toward supporting the conclusion that among the fundamental interests of individuals, of "man as a progressive being," is the interest in autonomy.
A RIGHT OF PRIVACY Given this, it would be remarkable had Mill thought that his category of "self-regarding" action committed him to the claim that we can establish a priori the boundaries of a realm of private action into which there can be no state intrusion. Indeed, his argument in this regard in On Liberty is as strong as that found in his discussion of the despotism of the patriarchal family in The Subjection of Women:25
The State, while it respects the liberty of each in what especially regards himself, is bound to maintain a vigilant control over his exercise of any power which it allows him to possess over others.
As Gail Tulloch has pointed out, to take this idea seriously requires "interferences in family life which go beyond what has been done in 25. Okin, Women in Western Political Thought, chap. 9, focuses on Mill's assumption that the family with its customary division of labor will be the central institution of the new, just society. Like Annas, she concludes that Mill's feminism, because it is shaped by liberal assumptions, cannot escape the status quo of patriarchy. For example, she takes Mill's suggestion that the family, while presently a "school of despotism" would when justly constituted be "the real school of the virtues of freedom" as evidence of his allegiance to a patriarchal status quo (SW, pp. 294-95; Okin, Women in Western
Political Thought, p. 226) . But this suggestion is more plausibly understood as evidence of Mill's understanding of how far patriarchy had been bred into the bones of society and thus how radical feminist reforms would have to be. Mill's insight, which is surely correct, is that to imagine the possibilities of individuality unconstrained by patriarchy, the primary bearer of patriarchal values has first to be reformed. Mill's own position on the family is, I think, much closer than Okin supposes to that articulated in her Justice, Gender, and the Family (New York: Basic, 1989 So, since for Mill the area of self-regarding activity is that which one has on condition that one does not in public or in private harm the essential interests of others, the question of whether pornography should be regarded as falling into this area cannot be answered in advance by a public/private distinction.
THE RIGHT TO FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
This leaves the issue of Mill's defense in chapter 2 of On Liberty of a right to an apparently complete freedom of expression. I want to suggest that Mill's understanding of the right to freedom of expression is not as absolutist as is commonly thought. It is sufficiently complex to permit what we might think of as a liberal censorship policy.
In On Liberty, Mill does express a general aversion to "forcing improvements on an unwilling people" in the cause of a "spirit of improvement." So we might suppose that persuasion through speech is the only means he would countenance for getting rid of pornography (OL, p. 272) . Is it that Mill should believe that the "real solvent of public morality" is debate so that his hope is that truth will emerge merely from "free critical discussion" ?27
The answer to this last question must surely be "no," if we take seriously Mill's account of the subjection of women. For we have seen in Mill's link between women's silence and their lack of autonomy that the very space of discussion is crimped and distorted by an oppressive regime. I think that On Liberty can support this answer if we notice a distinction between two methods by which a public debate might be said to control a "spirit of improvement" which aims to control the coercive power of pornographic speech.
On the first method, one hopes debate has this control merely because one hopes that indefinite and uncontrolled conversation will eventually reveal the truth. But any coercive restraints on complete freedom of expression are ruled out. The hope is thus that individuals whose conceptions of the good life contain elements collectively constitutive of oppression will come to recognize that they should reform. The constraint has two aspects: it constrains the exp inquiry itself-it silences the articulation of possible ex and it prevents from coming into existence actual experien it would be like to live those possibilities. To allow this kind of to be one's testing ground is to permit an ongoing proc validation of an oppressive ideology. One cannot appeal to M that silencing an opinion is an evil when the issue is how to an exercise of male freedom of expression which perp inequality of women.
Finally, Mill argues in On Liberty that his fallibilist position doe not commit one to inaction on the basis that, because one's belie about what is right can never be assumed to be infallible, they shoul never be enforced. Mill does not oppose acting on the basis of opinion that have passed the tribunal of experience. He opposes assuming th truth of an opinion "for the purpose of not permitting its refutation All that he supposes fallibilism to require is to keep the "lists" of deba open so that the action taken remains open to the scrutiny of publi debate, and thus to revision (OL, .
I suggest that this requirement indicates that Mill would hav been averse to the first interpretation of the harm principle, that powerful groups can coerce individuals in order to prevent harm Recall that Mill thinks that social or moral coercion is worse tha political coercion because the coercion of the state is at least transparent.
The obvious virtue of transparency is that it attracts attention and thus public scrutiny. In addition, if coercive action is going to b undertaken, it must, for Mill, be undertaken after full discussion. An giving a monopoly of legitimate force to the state will, if the state i a liberal one, ensure that state action has been subjected to full public scrutiny.
Moreover, if the legislative policy and mechanisms involved in the state action are carefully crafted so as to make it clear what is stake-the eroticization of inequality-that policy can plausibly be said to be liberal, one which a Millian might support. The harm i eroticizing inequality is the harm to the fundamental interest we al have in autonomy. Mill's defense of freedom of expression in On Liberty is mainly in the service of that same interest. So liberals should squarely face the question whether limiting freedom of expression might no sometimes be justified when the limitation is in the service of, and controlled by, the value of autonomy.29 CONCLUSION I have tried to show that Mill must be open to the legitimacy of coercive action to eradicate pornography. This does not mean that he would have opted for censorship. Like many feminists today, he might have thought that we need to know a great deal more about pornography than we do at present, or that public education is likely to be more effective and beneficial than coercion which would drive pornography underground. But then there is little or no difference in principle between him and procensorship feminists.
This conclusion follows from an interpretation of Mill which shifts his concerns about substantive equality and individual autonomy to center stage. The argument for it rests on a rich conception of harm, one which embraces harm to fundamental interests, such as the interest in an autonomous life of the kind that is achievable only under conditions of equality. The harm principle still determines which conceptions of the good life we can legitimately condemn, but the domain traditionally accorded by liberals to official neutrality must shrink. For example, the patriarchal conception of the good life is not one about which a liberal state should be neutral because its price is the inequality of women.
This conclusion should matter to liberals not only because it follows from the arguments of the thinker who is rightly regarded as the founder of contemporary liberal political theory. The conclusion also allows liberals to start to take seriously claims about social injustice which would otherwise, as a matter of principle, seem off limits to them.
The conclusion should, I think, also matter to feminists. The dominant ideologies which today vie for political power are liberalism and conservatism. While conservatives are willing to use state coercion to enforce morality, and have in fact sometimes joined with feminists in attempts to use the law to eradicate pornography,30 their willingness is premised on what for feminists have to be wrong reasons.
Conservatives think that the use of state coercion is justified when there is a threat to what they hold to be the core values of a legitimate status quo. Thus they want to censor pornography because it offends open to anyone to rebut the description "pornographic" by arguing successfully that the expression in context did not eroticize inequality. Of course, some people would be deterred by the prospect of having to make such an argument. But this problem is different from the one usually associated with slippery slope arguments in this area the problem of not being able to draw lines between classes of material. All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms norms which figure among standards of public decency. But similarly they want to preserve the patriarchal character of the status quo. So for feminists who regard eradicating pornography as an essential step in their struggle for women's equality, liberals, who do not have any a priori commitment to the value of the status quo, would seem better allies. And the fact that the most eminent modern liberal was able to foresee some of the main themes of a feminist account of women's inequality should be a useful resource in persuading liberal males to reevaluate their principled opposition to censorship. A second reason why my conclusion should matter to feminists goes beyond political expediency and embraces, perhaps even unites in some important respects, both liberal and feminist concerns. Mill did not think that the advantages which would accrue from the equality of women would be confined to women. In accordance with his basic utilitarian impulse, he predicted that the advantage would be to society overall. Besides material benefits such as the addition of many individual talents to the pool of social resources, Mill emphasized the change in the quality of men's experience both of women and themselves. He thought that under conditions of perfect equality, the difference betw the sexes could be explored in a way that would make the collective experience richer. That would happen because possibilities for potentially valuable individual experiments in living would become apparent which hitherto could not be articulated because of the subject of roughly one half of humanity (SW, pp. 335-40).
Mill's vision seeks to unite men and women, but in a way which recognizes the value of difference and which thus preserves a social and political space for differences to become manifest and to be explored. His dream is of a "common language" in which differences could be articulated, debated, and explored without coercion.31 It might seem like an impossible dream. But Mill expended both genius and much of a lifetime's work in looking for the right mix of practical elements which would form its basis. His discussions of freedom of speech, the art of life, the limits of state coercion, and representative government are essential parts of this endeavor and should not be ignored by anyone who would make reality of his ideal.
